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Abstract 
This thesis examines local government in Tasmania between 1840 and 1907. It is 
primarily concerned with the establishment of the so-called 'permissive' system of local 
government, its evolution during the colonial period, and why it was eventually replaced 
by a system of comprehensive municipal government in 1907. The thesis pays particular 
attention to the relationship between the central government and local bodies, and argues 
that there was a significant shift in this relationship during the history of the permissive 
system. When Tasmania was granted responsible self-government in the 1850s, public 
opinion was decidedly in favour of promoting decentralization, and a flourishing system 
of local government was considered vital to ensure its success. Bills were soon passed 
allowing settlers to establish rural municipalities and road trusts to handle local affairs, 
and generous financial aid was supplied to help fledging local bodies onto their feet. 
During the 1860s and 1870s, with continuing financial constraints limiting its activity, the 
central government was content to encourage the spread of local institutions into regions 
of the colony that were steadily increasing in population and wealth. 
The 1870s, however, saw the first murmurs of discontent appear about the local bodies' 
poor handling of road maintenance, management of police, and lack of public works. 
Pressure was put on the central government to improve their performance. Subsequently, 
three reforms were enacted to improve the effectiveness of local bodies - franchise 
liberalization, local financial responsibility, and greater scrutiny of the actions of local 
bodies by government departments. There was a shift in emphasis, therefore, in the 
1880s away from just encouraging the spread of local institutions to a focus on outcomes. 
This shift in emphasis would have a significant consequence for local government in 
the colony. The recession of the early 1890s, coupled with the reductions in government 
aid at the same time, revealed the weaknesses and flaws of the existing system. By 
Federation the permissive system of local government was under severe strain. The 
central government, unwilling and financially unable to take over the responsibilities of 
the existing local bodies, instead sought to rectify a major problem of the permissive 
system - the existence of a large number of small bodies with limited finances. The 
solution arrived at was to vest all local duties in the largest local body of the island- the 
municipal council. As there were only nineteen municipalities in rural Tasmania, 
existing in the corridor of flat plains between Hobart and Launceston, extra 
responsibilities for municipal councils meant that they had to be established throughout 
the island. The permissive system, in other words, had to give way to comprehensive 
municipal government. 
To present this argument, the thesis has been broken into three sections, with each 
section dealing with one broad question concerning the evolution of local government in 
the colonial period. The first section, consisting of two chapters, examines why the 
permissive system of local government was introduced into Tasmania and what was 
expected of it. The second section of the thesis will then deal with how the permissive 
system actually worked and evolved during its long history. This section is divided into 
four chapters, each dealing with the most important local bodies of the permissive 
system, such as rural municipalities, road trusts, fruit boards, rabbit boards and town 
boards. The third section containing the final two chapters deals with the issue of why 
the permissive system was abolished and replaced by comprehensive municipal 
government. 
Acknowledgements 
George Orwell once noted that 'writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a 
long bout of some painful illness'. Special thanks to those who helped me through this 
particular illness include my supervisor Stefan Petrow for his encouragement, suggestions 
and proof-reading of drafts; Michael Roe for his comments on the final draft; the 
University of Tasmania for providing a scholarship enabling me to carry out research for 
three years; the Local Government Association of Tasmania for its initial support of the 
project; Roger Wettenhall for his early advice on what avenues of inquiry to pursue; and 
finally to my mum, dad, sister and friends for their constant encouragement and support. 
For most of my candidature I have been affected by another 'painful illness'. Credit for 
making this an inconvenience rather than a severe hindrance to my research and writing 
go to Dr. Robin Dubow, Dr. Spencer Young, Rebbeca Fogarty, Megan Laugher, Jessica 
Barrett, Alka Matthews and Faye Thurley. Special mention in particular must go to Ted 
Thurley, who sadly passed away last year: his support in a difficult period was greatly 
appreciated. This thesis would not have been written without his help. 
Contents 
Introduction 
Part I: Early Local Government in Tasmania 1838-1858 
Introduction 
1. 
2. 
The Origins of Local Government in Van Die men's Land: road construction, 
maintenance and trusts 1840-1852 
The Road Act 1840 
The Cross and Bye Roads Act I 852 
The Permissive System of Local Government: the early municipal history of 
Tasmania 1838-1858 
Tentative Beginnings: municipal government in the Australia colonies 
during the 1840s 
Municipal Institutions and Responsible Government 
Rural Municipalities Act 1858 
Part II: The Permissive System 1858-1907 
Introduction 
3. 
4. 
5. 
"Mere Skeleton Bodies": the nineteen rural municipalities 1860-1907 
The 1860s and 1870s 
Disillusionment and Voting Reform 
The 1880s and 1890s 
One Horse Affairs and Guardians of Little One-Street Townships: the road 
trust system 1860-1907 
The Road Trust System: the 1860s and 1870s 
Main Road Boards 1880-1907 
The Road Trust System: 1880-1907 
The Rabbit Plagues and Codlin Moth: local boards and pest eradication 1871-
1907 
Rabbit Destruction in Tasmania 1871-1907 
Fruit Boards and the Codlin Moth 1884-1907 
Page 
1 
24 
33 
38 
57 
72 
76 
89 
101 
114 
118 
124 
142 
156 
176 
181 
194 
209 
232 
236 
255 
6. A Blow to Municipal Government or a Most Useful Measure?: the Town 
Boards System 1884-1907 
Public Health, Progress Associations, and the Town Boards Act 1884 
The Second Tier of Tasmania Local Government: the town boards system 1884-1907 
Part III: Towards Comprehensive Municipal Government: local government 
reform 1863-1907 
Introduction 
7. 
8. 
A Step Towards a 'Higher Form' of Local Government?: police centralization 
and comprehensive municipal reform 1863-1900 
The 1860s and 1870s 
The 1880s 
The 1890s 
A New Era: The Local Government Act 1906 
Federation, Retrenchment and Reform 1901-1904 
The Local Government Act 1906 
Conclusion 
Appendices 
I Map 1: Rural Municipalities 1860-1907 
II Map 2: Tasmanian Road Districts 1906 
III Map 3: Tasmanian Rural Municipalities 1908 
IV Map 4: Tasmanian Town Boards 1885- 1907 
v Premiers of Tasmania 1856 - 1909 
VI Rural Municipalities 1860- 1907 
VII Town Boards 1885- 1907 
VIII Road Trusts 1852-1907 
Bibliography 
281 
285 
301 
329 
338 
347 
359 
374 
389 
394 
411 
430 
438 
439 
440 
441 
442 
443 
444 
445 
450 
Tables 
Page 
2:1 Table 2:1 Local Bodies under the Permissive System 1902 115 
3: 1 Total Police Expenditure and Percentage of Police Expenditure to Total Annual 130 
Expenditure of the Nineteen Rural Municipalities 1866 to 1879 
5.1: Total Value of Preserved and Green Fruit Exported from Tasmania 1888-1907 269 
8.1 Annual Values of Municipal Councils under the Local Government Act 1906 426 
Graphs 
Page 
5.1: Rabbit Skins- Exported Quantities 1876-1903 242 
